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The Work of the Torrey Botanical Club 

By Edward S. Burgess 

The final organization of the Torrey Botanical Club under its 
present name, was on April 29, 1873, the evening of the inaugural 
address of the second president, Dr. George Thurber. The club 
had received a previous charter on April 21, 1871. But its first 
published list of officers and members dates from the previous 
year, 1870, with which year the publication of its monthly Bulle- 
tin commenced. A previous special organization in 1867 proves 
to have been a re-organization or concentration, knitting together 
more firmly the members who were meeting as a club, said Mr. 
Leggett, "at a date not later than 1865," and who were gathering 
with some regularity for field work, on the local flora, from a time 
as early as the year 1858, when Dr. Allen, discovering a locality 
for Clematis ochroleuca, brought his prize to Dr. Torrey. From 
that time on, says Dr. Allen, an informal band of collectors con- 
tinued to meet for excursions, and fijrmed the nucleus of the club. 
This nucleus included Dr. Torrey, Dr. T. F. Allen, Mr. W. H. 
Leggett, Mr. F. J. Bumstead, Mr. James Hogg and brother, Dr. 
Hyatt and the young D. C. Eaton, afterward professor of botany 
at Yale. Accepting this latter date of 1858, the club is now 42 
years old. Even with this estimate, the club still resembles the 
lady of the census-taker's story, for the club is still understating 
its age: said President Thurber, "We have no record of the be- 
ginning of the club, its growth was so gradual." The few botan- 
ists of the city gathered and visited at the rooms of the Columbia 
College Herbarium, drawn there by the genial welcome and wide 
botanical knowledge of its presiding spirit, Dr. Torrey. Visiting 
botanists naturally sought these rooms. After many meetings by 
chance, finally came the suggestion to meet by appointment. That 
suggestion was thought, says President Thurber, to have come 
from one who was the club's first Vice-President, and whom we 
enjoy as our senior Vice-President still, the well-known specialist 
in the Characeae, Dr. Timothy F. Allen. 

But behind this date of 1858 there remains the more casual 
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and informal continuance of friendly botanical association on this 
island during still earlier years. Botanists have ever been friends, 
and collecting in company has been one of the pleasant features of 
their pursuit. Little remains on record, however, regarding early 
cooperation among botanical workers in New York. Miss Jane 
Colden (afterward Mrs. Dr. Farquhar), who left a long list of the 
native plants of the Hudson River region at her death in 1754, 
had studied with her father, Lt. Gov. Cadwallader Colden, and 
the father and daughter formed a working partnership in botany, 
a botanical club of two, which produced the first genuine botanical 
writing in New York. The next botanist to write of New York, 
Major John LeConte, publishing his list of the plants on Manhattan 
Island in 181 1, had also pursued his collections in company. One 
of Dr. Torrey' s first recollections is said to have been the sight of 
two lads coming into the city dusty with tramping and laden with 
plant-collections. One of these he was told was "the LeConte 
boy." Soon afterward the Elgin Botanical Garden grew up here 
under the fostering care of Dr. Hosack ; and had it continued it is 
probable that a botanical club would have developed then. As it 
was, the Lyceum supplied both meeting-place and a medium of 
publication for scientific workers, and no botanical club as such 
developed, though botanical workers still worked in pairs ; as 
witness Torrey himself with Gray in the Torrey and Gray Flora, 
1838-43, and, to descend to less important work, the Flora of 
Central Park, which was also the joint product in 1857 of two 
workers, Rawolle and Pilat, the latter an Austrian botanist who 
had become the first Chief-Gardener of Central Park. 

The spirit of fraternity and good-fellowship which during the 
earlier years of Dr. Torrey's life had led to frequent but informal 
meetings of fellow-workers, and had given them a certain regularity 
in 1858, reached crystallization in what was termed the Torrey 
semi-centennial celebration of Dec. 20, 1867, at the expiration of 
fifty years since Torrey's presentation of his Catalogue of the Plants 
within 30 miles of New York, to the New York Lyceum (published 
in Albany 1 8 1 9, but completed and presented in 1 8 1 7). This night, 
which was one of deep snow and typical December storm, was to 
the select company within, with Dr. Torrey himself as guest of 
honor, one of the warmest and cheeriest of celebrations, and was 
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one of the brightest spots in the memories of the early members of 
the Torrey Club. As already stated, the club at first did not know 
itself by that name, but appears in print simply as "The Club," 
1870, and received its first charter 1871 as the New York Botan- 
ical Club, amended next year to its present name, The Torrey 
Botanical Club. But that it had been for years the intent to call the 
club by Dr. Torrey's name appears from Mr. Leggett's so entitling 
the Bulletin when first publishing it in January, 1870. 

Dr. Torrey was the first president, then unostentatiously 
termed chairman, and P. V. LeRoy, his herbarium curator, was 
t^e first secretary. In 1870, when the first list was published in 
the Bulletin, there were 30 members ; including one who had just 
died, Mr. W. W. Denslow, then the chief authority on the flora of 
the northern part of the island, but whose knowledge was unfor- 
tunately not preserved by any printed memoranda. 

The Club meetings were then as for many years held in the 
Columbia College Herbarium on 49th street ; they early averaged 
as many as 17 members present, often also with three or four vis- 
itors. The exhibition and discussion of new or unusual species of 
plants formed a principal part of the decidedly social and cheerful 
meetings ; another feature then prominent was the exhibition of 
new books ; for instance on the evening of February 27, 1872, 
there were shown among new accessions to the Herbarium Libraiy 
(together with works by Grisebach, Osten Sacken, Reichard, etc.), 
the newly received Flora of the Galapagos Islands, by Sir J. D. 
Hooker, and his Sketches of the Flora of Pennsylvania by our 
honored fellow member Prof T. C. Porter. 

It was just as the organization of the Club was being perfected 
that Dr. Torrey passed away. On Jan. 7, 1873, the permanent 
charter was read and adopted, and on the second meeting for that 
month, Jan. 29, 1873, Dr. Torrey presided for the last time. He 
was taken with pleurisy the next day, and though rallying, was 
not well enough to attend another meeting. To the meeting of 
February 25th he sent a cheerful note stating his interest, and that 
he had not in nearly fifty years had a sickness of more than a few 
days. It was on this evening that he sent to the Club the picture 
of the Herbarium showing Dr. Torrey sitting at his work, painted 
by his niece Mrs. Daniell. His death occurred March loth fol- 
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lowing, and his funeral at the West Presbyterian Church on 42d 
street, March 13th, was attended by the members of the Club in a 
body, each wearing a sprig of "Torreya," among the bearers be- 
ing Professor Asa Gray, Professor Joseph Henry, and President 
Barnard of Columbia. 

Professor Torrey was succeeded in charge of the Club by Dr. 
Geo. Thurber, who remained president seven years. The succeed- 
ing presidents have been Professor Newberry, ten years, and Judge 
Addison Brown, also ten years. 

The Recording Secretaries have included F. V. LeRoy, 1870-I-, 
Dr. Arthur Hollick, also of Columbia University, 1883— 1888, 
Miss Maria O. Steele, 1889-I-, followed by Dr. H. H. Rusby, of 
the College of Pharmacy, and by E. S. Burgess, of the Normal 
College in 1897. 

The membership has greatly increased in recent years. The 
total number of persons who had been recorded as active members 
at any time was in 1887, 184. The current active membership 
January, 1885, was 'j6, rising next January to 89, in 1887 to 106, 
in 1888 to 114, in 1896 to 191, in January, 1900, to 237; the 
total present membership, June, 1900, including corresponding 
members, being 385. Even the active members are scattered 
widely — one has just gone to Manila, and one is on the Nile. 

During these 42 years of its history, the Torrey Botanical 
Club has formed a continuous nucleus for botanical workers and 
lovers of plants. It has been a constant stimulus to botanical 
work in the city and neighborhood. At its meetings the attrition 
of mind on mind has helped to sharpen botanical interest. One 
of the most important parts of its work has been its maintenance 
of field excursions on Saturdays throughout the warmer parts of 
the year, with the successful introduction last year of such excur- 
sions during the winter for collection and study of algae, bryo- 
phytes, etc. 

In the very earliest days of the Club, as early as 1858, these 
field excursions, zealously maintained by Messrs. Allen, Bumstead, 
Eaton, and Leggett, resulted in very thorough exploration of the 
outlying swamps and hills, as well as very many nearer localities 
now occupied by city streets. Excursions now reach out through 
Westchester County, through Long Island and Staten Island, over 
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northern New Jei'sey, across into the Pocono plateau of Pennsyl- 
vania, and southward into the Jersey Pines. Lists of plants noted 
during these field days are held in the Club minutes for use to- 
ward a permanent catalogue. Among the genera which have re- 
ceived recent additions or corrections as the result of these field 
days are Ophioglossiun, Dryopteris, Sisyrinchiiini and Picea. For 
some years a joint excursion with Philadelphia botanists has been 
an annual feature. The pleasurable incidents of recent three-day 
excursions to the Pocono, the Delaware River, and the Tom's 
River and Forked River regions will not soon be forgotten by 
their participants. And to the great effect of the.se field days in 
promoting good fellowship among lovers of nature, and stimulat- 
ing that love of nature to fresh activities, it would be impossible 
to do justice. 

One of the most valued results from the labors of the Torrey 
Club has been the work of individual members on the local flora. 
Early local catalogues prepared by members, later than the cata- 
logue by Torrey in 1817, were those on Staten Island by Drs. N. 
L. Britton and Arthur HoUick, on Stissing Mountain by Lyman 
O. Hoysradt, on Westchester Co. by O. R. Willis, on Manhattan 
Island by O. W. Morris, on Central Park by Prof E. A. Day (the 
latter two in manuscript) and, in recent months, on Long Island 
by Dr. S. E. JeUiffe, extending the eariier partial catalogues of E. 
R. Miller, Henri W. Young and others. Most valuable work 
contributory to the New York local flora was done by Mr. W. H. 
Leggett, C. F. Austin, Dr. T. F. Allen and Mr. H. Schrenk in 
earlier years, and in recent periods by Rev. Mr. Lighthipe, Mrs. 
Britton, Miss Sanial, Mr. E. P. Bicknell, and especially by Dr. 
Britton, who is still the head of the club's Committee on the Local 
Flora. 

The " Preliminary Catalogue of Anthophyta and Pteridophyta 
growing within 100 miles of New York," was the result of the labors 
of Dr. Britton with Mr. E. E. Sterns and Mr. Julius Poggenburg. 
A full and definite catalogue with ecological and quantitative fea- 
tures as well as accurate localities, is an end toward which the club 
is working. Before advancing to this end much work has been 
done on general nomenclature of North American plants, by N. L. 
Britton and others, resulting in the present revised catalogue of 
names of North American plants. 
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Another feature of the botanical work accompHshed through 
the Torrey Club has been that of monographs on special genera ; 
among which that of Lechea early attracted the attention of Mr. 
W. H. Leggett, who published his first appeal for material in De- 
cember, 1 87 1, and who was still accumulating great masses of it 
In 1876, when it was my own privilege to see him and look over 
the specimens piled upon his library table, and receive from him 
my first introduction to the Torrey Club. Mr. Leggett's partial 
publication on Lechea was later taken up and revised as is well 
known, by Dr. Britton. 

Another of the earliest members to begin monographic work 
was C. F. Austin, who began publishing " New Hepaticae " in the 
Bulletin in 1872, but had already been collecting for many years. 

The previous year Dr. T. F. Allen had first published in the 
Bulletin a call for material on Characeae, March, 1871, and his 
thirty years' devotion to that order is, as all know, unabated and his 
primacy undisputed. 

Monographic work has since continued to be a leading feature 
of the activities of the club. It was Dr. Torrey's practice to sug- 
gest such work to different members from time to time. It was at 
Dr. Torrey's suggestion that the studies on Characeae and Lecliea 
were undertaken by Dr. Allen and Mr. Leggett ; and many simi- 
lar studies have since been taken up at the suggestion of Dr. Brit- 
ton. I can but allude in a word to the monographic work since 
done by Dr. Britton on the Cyperaceae, etc., by Mrs. Britton and 
Dr. Grout on the Musci, by Dr. M. A. Howe on the Hepaticae, by 
Miss Anna M. Vail on Asclepiads, by Mr. E. P. Bicknell on Sisy- 
rinchiinn, Scrophularia, Agrimonia, etc., by Drs. Rydberg on Poten- 
tilla, Small on Oxalis, etc., and Burgess on Aster. 

Last but perhaps greatest of all the agencies in the work of 
the Club have been its regular publications, its Memoirs now in 
their tenth volume, commencing 1889, mostly by workers still 
active in the Club ; and its monthly Bjdktin, once the only 
botanical journal of our country, begun as a four-page sheet in 
January, 1870, now reaching about 60 pages monthly ; then priced 
at one dollar a year, and now only at two ; long under the editor- 
ship of W. H. Leggett, later of W. R. Gerard, afterward of Dr. 
and Mrs. Britton, and now of Dr. Underwood and reaching out in 
its influence far over the United States and Europe. 
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There are other forms of work and many other names of work- 
ers who should be given special mention, did time permit. But it 
certainly would not be fair to the Club to fail to refer to the great 
work done by its members in publications outside of its own series ; 
as by Dr. Newberry and Dr. HoUick on paleobotany, by Dr. Brit- 
ton and President Brown in their new "Illustrated Flora" by Dr. 
Underwood in his works on ferns, hepatics and fungi. And it was 
from the councils of the Torrey Club that the society of the New 
York Botanical Garden took its rise. 



